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FIGHTING FAKE NEWS AND 
BIASES WITH COGNITIVE 
PSYCHOLOGY 
M A R L E E G I V E N S ,  L I Z  H O L D S W O R T H ,  
S E T H  P O R T E R ,  &  K A R E N  V I A R S

“What the human being is best at 
doing is interpreting all new 
information so that their prior 
conclusions remain intact.”
— Warren Buffett
Is the tendency to search for, interpret, favor, and recall 
information in a way that confirms one's preexisting 
beliefs or hypotheses. It is a type of cognitive bias and a 
systematic error of inductive reasoning. People display 
this bias when they gather or remember information 
selectively, or when they interpret it in a biased way. 


RESULTS
Understanding how individuals revise their political beliefs has important implications for 
society. In a preregistered study (N = 900), we experimentally separated the predictions 
of 2 leading theories of human belief revision—desirability bias and confirmation bias—
in the context of the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 
Participants indicated who they desired to win, and who they believed would win, the 
election. Following confrontation with evidence that was either consistent or 
inconsistent with their desires or beliefs, they again indicated who they believed would 
win. 
We observed a robust desirability bias—individuals updated their beliefs more if the 
evidence was consistent (vs. inconsistent) with their desired outcome. This bias was 
independent of whether the evidence was consistent or inconsistent with their prior 
beliefs. In contrast, we found limited evidence of an independent confirmation bias in 
belief updating. These results have implications for the relevant psychological theories 
and for political belief revision in practice. (PsycINFO Database Record (c) 2017 APA, all 
rights reserved)




“Evaluating information: The cornerstone of civic online 
reasoning” by Wineburg, McGrew, Breakstone, & Ortega (2016)
• Middle school students struggle to identify ads
• Most high school students are not skeptical about images 
• College students may not be able to recognize an organization’s 
intent or put it in context
WHAT’S HAPPENING WITH OUR STUDENTS



“Lateral reading: reading less and learning more when evaluating 
digital information” by Wineburg and McGrew (2017)
• Three challenges comparing the abilities of factcheckers, 
historians, and students
• Performance on challenges evaluated in both time and accuracy
• Factcheckers consistently outperformed historians and students 
in both time and accuracy
WHAT’S HAPPENING IN ACADEMIA
In the study, factcheckers, historians, and students had to 
determine which of these organizations was reliable. They were 
encouraged to use any resources they would normally use to make 
these judgements. How would you approach evaluating these two 
groups? 
American College of Pediatricians: https://bit.ly/2zx3bJt
American Academy of Pediatrics: https://bit.ly/2hmJIQS 
WHAT WOULD YOU DO? 


LATERAL VS VERTICAL READING
Lateral reading 
• Brief view of a website or 
document before 
*leaving* it 
• Takes into account 
interests of organization
• Searches authors and 
organizations 
Vertical reading 
• Stays within a single 
document
• Uses internal checks for 
authors’ credibility and 
discipline-based 
knowledge
• Relies on tone and 
imagery for credibility
IN CLASS ACTIVITIES
• Including “fake news” curriculum in the GT1000 classes
• Based on our shared concerns about students’ unpreparedness 
for media literacy
• Taking advantage of a cultural moment distinctive to 2017
AND THIS LEADS TO…
• Last year, provided a sense of urgency that drove instruction
• Now, the moment is passing (has passed?)
• New challenge: how to gain and keep attention on this topic
FAKE NEWS NOW
FAKE NEWS
According to Pulitzer Prize-winning website Politifact: 
“Fake news is made-up stuff, masterfully 
manipulated to look like credible journalistic 
reports that are easily spread online to large 
audiences willing to believe the fictions and 
spread the word."
TYPES OF FAKE NEWS
Fake news - These are the easiest to debunk and often come from known sham sites that 
are designed to look like real news outlets. They may include misleading photographs 
and headlines that, at first read, sound like they could be real.
Misleading news - These are the hardest to debunk, because they often contain a kernel 
of truth: A fact, event or quote that has been taken out of context. Look for sensational 
headlines that aren't supported by the information in the article.
Highly partisan news - A type of misleading news, this may be an interpretation of a real 
news event where the facts are manipulated to fit an agenda.
Clickbait - The shocking or teasing headlines of these stories trick you into clicking for 
more information -- which may or may not live up to what was promised.
Satire - This one is tough, because satire doesn't pretend to be real and serves a purpose 
as commentary or entertainment. But if people are not familiar with a satire site, they 
can share the news as if it is legitimate.
These definitions are taken from a CNN article with Dr. Melissa Zimdars, of Merrimack College and Alexios Mantzarlos, head of the 
International Fact-Checking Network at the Poynter Institute.
IDENTIFYING FAKE NEWS
Consider the source – Is it reliable?
Read beyond headlines – A study from Columbia University & the French 
National Institute shows that 6 in 10 people share news without reading 
past the headline. Be one of the 4 who do.
Check author credentials – Search for the name in the byline. Who are 
they?
Supporting sources – Are there any? Are they reliable?
Check the dates – Sometimes old stories (or parts of them) are 
repackaged as relevant up-to-the-minute news.
Is it satire? - Consider whether it could be a joke or social commentary.
Check your biases – Pause and consider (To be covered soon).
Ask experts – When you really aren’t sure, invest the time to talk to 
someone who knows.
Based on information from FactCheck.org, a project of the Annenberg Public Policy Center
FAKE NEWS: WHY IT MATTERS FOR YOU
Accurate information is vital for you to make wise decisions about 
where to live, what jobs to take, when and whether to make major 
purchases, initiatives to support, investments to make, etc.
Your reputation – personal and professional – depends on giving 
other people reliable information. 
Fake news can be harmful, for example, about medical or health 
information.
FAKE NEWS, THEN AND NOW
2017
• Sense of urgency drove 
instruction 
• Fake news was gaining 
attention
• The concept was new and 
threatening
2018
• Sense of urgency varies 
widely
• Fake news isn’t news 
anymore
• Concept is familiar and 
parodied
• Collaborative development of curriculum
• Fake news – Karen
• Cognitive biases – Seth
• Shared approach to teaching, managed by Liz and Fred
• Distributed teaching model
• Shared slides & materials
• Instructor is free to choose methods, activities, etc. as long as goals 
are achieved
APPROACH TO TEACHING
Questions?
THANK YOU!
